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Durrer: Introduction

INTRODUCTION
Margot Ammann Durrer
The centerpiece of this issue of the SAHS Review aims to celebrate the
writing and life of the Swiss feminist, Iris von Roten. Relatively unknown in
the United States, she stands tall with France's Simone de Beauvoir and
America's Betty Friedan, feminists of the mid 20th Century post-war
movement.
Appropriately, this issue marks the fifty-year anniversary of the publication
of her highly charged book Frauen im Laufgitter, a monumental work that
delves into all aspects of the prejudices and handicaps encountered by women.
She sharply portrays the suffered inequalities and injustices, with strong
tendency to thrust the chief fault for these inequalities on men. Merely a glance
at the table of contents will portray the author's prophetic coverage of
problems related to womankind that should be addressed. When first published
in 1958, it produced a tsunami on the landscape of human relationships, raising
protest from women as well as men. Five hundred and eighty-eight pages of
erudite discussion on women's problems may exact more patience than the
average reader would care to give. However it has well stood the test of time.
Publication of a fifth edition in 1996 attests to this. Hopefully this classic work
will eventually be translated into English and Iris von Roten's contribution to
the feminist movement more fully recognized.
Elizabeth Joris's postscript, which appeared in the 1992 special edition of
Frauen im Laufgitter, gives a vivid description of those first reactions to the
book, as well as a summary of the author's interesting life and personality. The
reader is reminded of the dramatic changes in women's rights in the fifty years
since Iris von Roten published her book, hoping to "bring fresh air" into the
stultifying life of women trapped in a playpen.
Regina Wecker, Professor of Women's and Gender History at the
University of Basel and author of several books and articles pertaining to
women, first presents a masterful summary of the many salient points of von
Roten' s study. This is followed by an analysis of the strong reaction toward the
book at the time of publication. This in itself presents a clear picture of the
status of the women's movement at that time. In conclusion of her excellent
analysis Regina Wecker points out that only by the 1980s had the
foresightedness of von Roten's book been fully appreciated. This recognition
occurred when her depiction of the problems of inequality had partially gained
wider acceptance and, also, when much of the progress toward women's
equality had been accomplished by solutions suggested in Frauen im
Laufgitter.
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Blumenblicke, a collection of the floral paintings by Iris von Roten, was
published posthumously in 1993. The introduction by her daughter Hortensia
von Roten is a charming description of memories of her mother's artistic ardor.
This introduction is included in this celebration of the life of Iris von Roten as
a touching glance into her aesthetic sensibility.
Quite another view of Iris von Roten's multi-faceted personality is
presented in Wilfred Meichtry's book Verliebte Feinde. Through Laura
Villiger' s review, readers will gain a glimpse into the fascinating story of the
relationship between Iris and Peter von Roten as told through the voluminous
correspondence between these two talented and tortured personalities. Well
titled Enamored Enemies, the collection of letters leaves the reader with the
sensation of observing a sailboat rocking back and forth in vain effort to
navigate turbulent ocean waters.
In Part Two of this issue, first my review describes the somewhat unique
route taken in America for achieving woman's suffrage and equal rights. I want
to share with readers my admiration for the " little darlings" - these strong
women of the early feminist movement, who had the courage and initiative to
realize their rights and to fight for them. Also included is a discussion of the
American counterpart of Iris von Roten's Frauen im Laufgitter - Betty
Friedan's Feminine Mystique.
Appropriately titled "Sisters in Battle," next six vignettes of Swiss women
from various backgrounds and times represent an interesting counterpart to the
American advocates of women's rights. Their portraits are prefaced by an
account of a remarkable woman who with determination worked to achieve a
difficult doctorate in theology and continued the climb in that strong all-male
bastion of religion to become a university professor of Old Testament studies.
Then two documents reflect the mid-twentieth century Swiss mood relating
to women's voting rights. The first records the Parliamentary debate held on
12 December 1945. Readers are allowed to sit in on the heated discussion by
an all male group, deciding on the fate of women's suffrage. What a change of
attitude sixty odd years have made! The second document, a letter written by
the theologian Arthur Rich in 1966, responds to a circular sent by an antiwomen's suffrage group of women who appealed to the clergy of Zurich to
oppose women's suffrage. Delightful reading!
Finally a selected list of publications in English, German, and French on
the subject of Swiss women's status since Frauen im Laufgitter hopes to serve
as a guide to further reading. An Appendix listing women's organizations in
Switzerland shows how in present-day Switzerland many groups are actively
· engaged in women's issues.
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